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RESEARCHERS STUDY FLY-CASTING INJURIES
MISSOULA —
Tim McCue grew up fishing the Bighorn River near Billings, and he attended The
University of Montana as an undergraduate to surround himself with world-class trout streams.
The 34-year-old doctor returned to UM three years ago to patch up football players and
other athletes as the head sports physician, but in his spare time his passion for angling already
had led him to research the soreness and injuries associated with fly-fishing.
Now he’s likely the world’s leading expert on fly-casting injuries. McCue and his
partners have started a research project using high-tech, 200-frame-per-second cameras to
analyze how people fly-fish before and after injury. They also have done extensive surveys to
discover how widespread fly-casting injuries actually are.
“I think it’s appropriate that this is all being done right here in ‘A River Runs Through
It’ country,” he said. “We aren’t trying to help people find the perfect cast —because there is
no perfect cast - but we might be looking for the healthiest cast. ”
McCue became interested in fishing injuries five years ago when, after three days of
marathon fishing for steelhead in Lake Michigan, his elbow grew sore. After a literature
search, he discovered no one had ever researched or documented injuries related to fly-casting.
-more-
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A subsequent survey of fly-fishing instructors found that 50 percent of them claim to
have pain in their shoulders, and 30 percent have pain in their wrist and elbows. Five percent
claimed to have pain all the time in their casting arms.
“Anecdotally, we are finding that people are getting hurt,” McCue said. “These look
like overuse injuries. The question is, do these correlate to fly-casting? I think they probably
do. Can I tell for sure there are injuries associated with fly-casting? Probably. Do I have any
evidence for it? No, but that’s why we are setting up labs to look at these things.”
McCue’s main partners are Mike Hahn, a professor of biomechanics at Montana State
University-Bozeman, and Jason Borger, an educator and world-class fly-fisherman who was an
adviser and fly-casting double on the set of “A River Runs Through It.”
Hahn said they have conducted four fly-fishing labs in Montana university gymnasiums
since their research began —three at MSU and one at UM. During these sessions, anglers
equipped with a rod and 40-foot line cast within a circle of infrared cameras that take 200frames per second.
Hahn said each of these MSU cameras costs about $8,000. Normally they are used to
study human gaits and how people walk, but in this case they record the tiniest details of an
individual’s fly-cast in three dimensions.
The infrared waves the cameras emit have to be reflected back for the equipment to
work properly, so little balls covered with highly reflective material are taped to the rod and
upper body of the caster. Borger said it’s essentially the same technology used to bring Gollum

-more-

050906flvf—3
to life in the “Lord of the Rings” movies, but he adds that the tape affixing the reflective tags
“is brutal. It rips your body hair off.”
The live-time infrared information from the cameras is pumped into a computer, where
it can be displayed as a colorful, fly-casting skeleton.
During the most recent experimental day in UM’s Adams Center, the researchers
studied a variety of casts used by anglers.
“Today we are going to study a local guy with a strong sidearm style,” Hahn said.
“Jason (Borger’s) is very straight up and down, and there are real fundamental mechanical
differences between throwing something up and over and going with a sidearm pitch.”
McCue hopes their work could lead to therapies for fly-fishing injuries, helping people
get back on the river more quickly. They also want to learn whether certain types of casts are
healthier than others over the long haul.
McCue said they fund the research themselves, and he does the labs on his days off.
They do generate some revenue from the Fly Casting Institute
(http://www.flycastinginstitute.com/), an organization formed two years ago to advance and
integrate the science, medicine and art of fly-casting.
The institute hosts a clinic each summer in Hubbard’s Yellowstone Lodge in Montana’s
Paradise Valley. Clients pay for detailed fly-casting analysis and education, as well as “firstof-its-kind biomechanical fly-casting analysis in the 3-D Fly Casting Lab.” Clients don’t need
to have fly-fishing injuries to participate.
“Last year we had a guy who had tennis elbow symptoms,” McCue said. “So to
-more-
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improve his cast we put him on the motion capture, and we found when he was forward casting
he double-pumped his wrist, which was causing his problems. We also had a lady who had
broken her arm, and it healed with 5 to 10 degrees of extra rotation, which we learned had
messed her cast up.”
Pointing to computer graphics that involve two multicolored fly-fishing skeletons,
McCue shows how they improved one of their client’s casts. The first skeleton was swinging
the tip of his rod out too much on the cast. The second skeleton has a cast with a smooth arc.
Paired together, the skeletons show before and after.
McCue said they use surveys to prepare a database of fishing injury patterns. The
survey delves into the angler’s background and whether he or she has any symptoms or
disabilities.
He suspects people fly-fishing in Rock Creek near Missoula will have different injury
patterns than people in Florida working with huge rods and bigger fish. This work also has
provided a bevy of fly-casting-injury stories - everything from rotator-cuff tendinitis
nightmares to a man who tore the tendons off his elbow because the fish was so strong.
He hopes their research may help such fish tales become less common.
“Basically we are trying to keep people on the river and as healthy as possible,”
McCue said, “so they can fish and fish and fish.”
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voluminous self-study. “It was huge, with appendices and tables,” Brown said. “Our whole
faculty cooperated in writing the self-study.”
Then an accrediting team visits campus for three days of intense examination of the
school and its programs. These people write a report on the on-site evaluation, which is then
shared with the accrediting committee that votes on whether the accreditation should be
renewed. Brown said the entire process takes more than a year.
Among the strengths cited in the on-site evaluation report were:
■ Admirable dedication to a professional program in print and broadcast news rooted in
the liberal arts.
■ A collegial faculty devoted to effective teaching, advising and mentoring and to the
academic and professional success of students.
■ Imaginative initiatives for attracting American Indian students to the University and
the school and for funding and enhancing the development of Indian journalists throughout the
state and across the nation.
The school’s dean, internship and campus media opportunities, quality outside speakers
and wide-ranging service at the local, state and national levels also were cited as strengths.
Brown said the school was judged on nine standards and found lacking in only one:
assessment of learning outcomes.
“This is a new standard,” he said. “The reason we were not found in compliance was
we hadn’t quantified enough. They said our plan falls short of expectations for a systematic
collection, analysis and application of assessment data. We track our graduates, but we don’t
spend a lot of time doing surveys and collecting information.
-more-
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“It turns out we did have quantifiable data with our upper-level writing assessment, but
we didn’t know we should have included it,” Brown said. “If we would have, we probably
would have been found in compliance.”
These are heady times for the journalism school. The school now has 500 students who
are pre-majors or already in the professional program. And in 2007 the school will consolidate
all its departments and students -- now strewn across five campus locations —into a new
building. Currently under construction, Don Anderson Hall will have 53,000 square feet in
five stories.
Brown, the fundraiser-in-chief for the school, said the final price tag for the building
will be about $14 million. Of that, $500,000 came from state tax coffers and $1 million came
from UM tuition and auxiliary funds. The rest is being raised from private donors, businesses,
foundations and trusts, who also have supplied about $5 million for faculty development and
special programs such as reznet and the Native News Honors Project.
The school now has raised about $11 million to put toward its new home, and Brown
said renewed accreditation should help it reach its goal.
“I think this means a lot at this particular time in the school’s history to go into our new
building with this enthusiastic appraisal,” Brown said. “A lot is changing. We now offer
courses on online magazines, online reporting and Web design. Journalism schools have
always had to deal with new delivery systems. But the fundamentals of reporting, editing,
accuracy and ethics will never change.”
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